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ABSTRACT
Mother-child relationships are complex, diverse, and change in response to internal and external
factors that affect families and family life. For instance, Black children are more likely to live in
households with unmarried parents. Even more, Black families are disproportionately more
likely to be in poverty than the general population. Research on Black families tends to center
association between family structure and poverty as mechanisms affecting mother-child
relationships. There is little research on the role of economic hardship on familial relationships in
Black families. Additionally, there is little research on the role of family strengths on familial
relationships in Black families. Thus, the purpose of this study is to (1) examine the independent
and joint effects of family stress (e.g., poverty and economic hardship) and family strengths (e.g.,
social support and religious attendance) on mother-child relationships in Black families and (2)
examine whether family structure moderates the effects of family stress and family strengths on
mother-child relationships in Black families. Using data from the Fragile Families and Child
Well-Being Study, I conduct OLS regression to analyze the individual and joint effects of
poverty, economic hardship, social support, and religious attendance on mother-child closeness
and the time children report spending with their mothers. The results revealed that social support
and religious attendance were associated with increased mother-child closeness and more time
children report spending with their mothers. Moreover, the results revealed that poverty and
economic hardship had no significant impact on mother-child closeness, or the time children
spend with their mothers. Additionally, the results revealed that family structure does not
moderate the effects of family stress or family strengths on mother-child closeness and the time
iv

children spend with their mothers. I conclude that family strengths (e.g., social support and
religious attendance) are positively associated with mother-child relationships in Black families,
while poverty, economic hardship, and family structure have no effects on mother-child
relationships.
Keywords: Black families, Poverty, Economic Hardship, Family Structure, Social Support,
Religious Attendance, Mother-Child Relationships
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND INFORMATION
Positive mother-child relationships are central for cultivating and nourishing healthy
family interactions and wellbeing. For example, the quality of the mother-child relationship
influences how parents discipline their children, the level of parental involvement, mutual
support, and overall parenting quality (Erel & Burman 1995; Finch 2007; Hardie & Seltzer 2016;
Haux & Platt 2020; Lareau 2002). Moreover, positive mother-child relationships are associated
with higher levels of children’s educational attainment, school readiness (e.g., early literacy,
social skills, and oral language), and fewer behavioral problems (Anderson 2015; Anderson
2018; Haux & Platt 2020; Smetana & Rote 2019; Swiss & Le Bourdais 2009). Although these
studies inform our understanding of mother-child relationships in valuable ways, there are three
notable limitations. First, prior studies include samples that are mostly married, White, twoparent biological families. Second, some studies focus on racial comparisons, which ignores
within-race heterogeneity (Haux & Platt 2020; King et al. 2018; Kouros et al. 2014; Scharp &
Thomas 2016; Swiss & Le Bourdais 2009; Yuan et al. 2016). Last, previous researchers have not
examined the stressors that may pull mother-child relationships apart or the family strengths that
may bring mother-child relationships together, especially among Black families.
Thus, the purpose of this thesis is to examine the effects of stressors and strengths among
Black mother-child relationships among married and unmarried families. Specifically, I examine
the association between economic stressors (e.g., poverty and economic hardship) and family
strengths (e.g., social support and religious service attendance) on the quality of Black motherchild relationships. Moreover, I also examine the extent to which these effects vary across family
structure (e.g., married vs. unmarried families). Understanding the effects of economic stressors,
family strengths, and family structure among Black mothers and children are important for
1

several reasons. First, Black families are more likely to live in poverty compared to other racial
groups. In 2019, official poverty rate for Black families was 18.8%, 7.3% for White families, and
15.7% for Hispanic families (Creamer 2020; Semega et al. 2020). In addition, Black families,
compared to other racialized groups, are more likely to experience economic hardship. For
example, 18% of Black adults with lower income report not being able to meet their basic needs
with another 43% of Black adults reporting that their income only meets their basic needs
(Edwards 2022). Second, although Black families are more likely to experience economic stress,
Black families also experience strengths. For instance, religious service attendance and social
support has been shown to be strengths used by Black families to create a social support network
through their faith (religious beliefs) and social network from their friends, families, and
communities (Brooks & Allen 2016; Hill 2003; Mahoney et al. 2003; Petts 2014).
Last, Black families are overrepresented in nonmarital childbearing (Amato & Maynard
2007). As such, given that unmarried families are more likely to be poor compared to married
families (Amato & Maynard 2007; Baker 2015; Cancian & Haskins 2014; Lichter et al. 2003;
Waite 1995), the impact of poverty and hardship on the mother-child relationship may be most
detrimental for unmarried families. Conversely, given that religious institutions reinforce twoparent families via religious texts (e.g., Bible) (Bartkowski & Ellison 1995; Ellison et al. 2011;
Mahoney et al. 2003; Mahoney 2005; Petts 2014), and married couples may be able to tap into a
much larger social support network compared to single mothers. As such, the impact of family
strengths may be most beneficial for married families.
This study adds to the previous literature on mother-child relationships in several ways.
First, this study moves away from the race-comparative approach that often uses White families
2

as a standard by which Black families are compared. Second, the study draws on two disparate
perspectives—family stress and family strengths—to understand their relative impact on the
quality of mother-child relationships. Last, examining both married and unmarried Black
families draws attention to important family heterogeneity by examining the moderating effects
of family structure on the impact of family stress (poverty and economic hardship) and family
strengths (social support and religious attendance) on the quality of mother-child relationships in
Black families. Overall, the goal of the current study is to paint a more holistic picture of Black
families.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Theoretical Framework and Conceptual Model
Figure 1.1 outlines the conceptual model that orients the literature review and guides the
statistical analyses. The conceptual model presents specific paths corresponding to the
association between the key variables of interest (e.g., poverty, hardship, social support, and
religious service attendance) and the moderating variable (e.g., family structure) on mother-child
relationship. In Figure 1.1 (Path A), the Family Stress Model guides the association between
poverty and economic hardship on mother-child relationships. Proponents of this perspective
suggest that economic stress (poverty and economic hardship) negatively impact on mother-child
relationships through increased mother-child conflict and disrupted parenting (Conger et al.
2010). Second, for Path B, the family strengths perspective guides the association between social
support and religion attendance on mother-child relationships. From this perspective, scholars
suggest family strengths (social support and religious attendance) enable families to remain
resilient in the face of adversity in tandem with strengthening the family to reduce the negative
impact of future stress or stressful events (DeFrain & Asay 2007; DeFrain & Asay 2014; Gabler
& Otto 1964).
For Paths C and D, I use the stress-exacerbation hypothesis and the strengthsexacerbation hypotheses to guide the moderating the effects of family structure on family stress
and family strengths, respectively. These hypotheses suggests that the negative effects of stress
on the mother-child relationship may be larger for unmarried families compared to married
families (e.g., stress-exacerbation hypothesis) whereas the positive association between family
strengths on the mother-child relationship may be larger for married families compared to
unmarried families (strength-exacerbation hypothesis).
4
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I elaborate on each theoretical perspective and the corresponding literature below.
Family Stress Model: Linking Poverty and Economic Hardship to Mother-Child Relationships
The Family Stress Model (FSM) provides a framework on how economic stressors
affects families and their familial relationships. The Family Stress Model was developed to
understand the extent to which economic stress links to children’s outcomes through a series of
family processes such as parents’ psychological distress, relationship instability, and motherchild relationships (Conger and Elder 1994; Conger et al. 2002; Conger et al. 2010; Masarik &
Conger 2017; Scaramella et al. 2008). For the current study, I focus on the direct effects of
economic stress on mother-child relationships (Figure 1.1; Path A) by focusing on poverty,
economic hardship, and the expected negative association poverty and economic hardship will
have on mother-child relationships. Poverty and economic hardship represent two distinct
features of economic inequality. For instance, poverty measures the flow of cash resources to
households (income and government transfers), measured yearly in the U.S. Census (Iceland
2019). Economic hardship represents (1) unmet material needs such as inadequate food or
clothing, (2) the inability to pay bills or meet day-to-day needs, or (3) having to forgo necessary
expenses (e.g., health insurance, car insurance, medical expenses) (Conger et al. 2010).
Poverty and economic hardship are especially important for the study of Black family
life. For example, in 2019, the official U.S. poverty rate for Blacks was 18.8 percent, 15.7
percent for Latinx, and 7.3 percent for Whites (Semega et al. 2020). Even more, Black families
are also more likely to experience economic hardship compared to other racialized groups. Using
data collected from 3,769 interviews of families in the U.S. and the District of Columbia, The
Pew Research Center found that, on average, Black families were more likely (41%) to
experience economic hardship than Latinx families (33%) and White families (25%) (Pew
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Research Center 2016). Economic hardship is a separate stressor that is only moderately
associated with poverty as not all families who experience economic hardship are below the
poverty line and not all families below the poverty line experience economic hardship (e.g., rural
families) (Iceland & Bauman 2007; Karpman et al. 2018; Rodems & Shaefer 2020). Economic
hardship is when the demand on household resources is greater than the available resources
(Rodems & Shaefer 2020).
Thus, economic stress may affect mother-child relationships by restricting the ability for
families to put financial resources into activities that cultivate positive mother-child
relationships. Previous research on the direct effects of poverty on mother-child relationships
show that poverty negatively impacts the quality of mother-child relationships in low-income
Black families (Anderson 2015; Anderson 2018; Ge and Wang 2019; Hardie & Seltzer 2016;
Haux & Platt 2020; Magnus et al. 1999; Malczyk & Lawson 2017; Milteer et al. 2012; Skinner et
al. 2021; Wadsworth et al. 2013; Wray 2015). For example, Anderson (2015) conducted a study
to examine the relationship between financial stress (e.g., poverty) on mother-child relationships.
Anderson (2015) found that significant associations between financial stress and increased
mother-child conflict (i.e., lower quality mother-child relationship) among Black families in
poverty. Additionally, Black families in poverty do not have the money to create a safe space for
children to engage in play outside of school, and also lack the resources to take children to places
where play is focused such as amusement parks or safe community centers (Milteer et al. 2012).
As a result, parents miss the chance to engage with their children in child-driven play that would
otherwise give parents the chance to see the world from their children’s perspective and
strengthen the bond between parent and child (Milteer et al. 2012).
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There are few studies that examine the direct effect of economic hardship on motherchild relationships. The inability to afford additional expenses leads to strain on parents and
families as some expenses must be prioritized in order to stay within their limited budget. As a
result, parents may have to forego some of the wants and needs of their children, which may put
a strain on the mother-child relationship in Black families. Studies have shown that economic
hardship has a negative impact on children’s well-being (Gershoff et al. 2007; Huang et al. 2017;
McConnell et al. 2011; McLoyd 1990; Rodems & Shaefer 2020). For instance, if a family is
experiencing food hardship, then children are less likely to have healthy food which contributes
to decreased child well-being (Rodems & Shaefer 2020). Furthermore, studies on the interaction
between economic hardship and the quality of mother-child relationships in Black families have
found that the increased strain on Black parents results in infrequent mother-child interaction,
negative mother-child interactions, and conflictual mother-child relationships which have
profound negative effects on mother-child relationships (Anderson 2015; Anderson et al. 2015;
Anderson 2018; McLoyd 1990, Smetana & Rote 2019). Given that both poverty and economic
hardship are associated with adverse mother-child relationships, I hypothesize the following:

H1a: Families who live below the poverty line will report lower levels of positive
mother-child relationship quality compared to families who live above the poverty line.
H1b: Families with higher levels of economic hardship will report lower levels of
positive mother-child relationship quality.
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Family Strengths: Linking Social Support and Religious Attendance to Mother-Child
Relationships
Alternatively, the Family Strengths perspective provides a theoretical framework
emphasizing positive and adaptive strategies to cultivate and maintain positive strong and
resilient families. For Black families in particular, Hill (2003) identified five strengths that Black
families exhibit: (1) achievement orientation, (2) work orientation, (3) flexible family roles, (4)
social support, and (5) religious orientation. For instance, Black families are known to have
stronger social support networks through their extended family members, community, and fictive
kin compared to White families (Hill 2003). For the current study, due to limitations in the
dataset used, I only focus on two strengths: social support and religious service attendance and
the expected positive association on mother-child relationships (Figure 1.1; Path B).
First, social support is especially important for Black families. For instance, social
support from kin in Black families has been shown to buffer the negative effects of financial
stress on various outcomes such as mother’s depressive symptoms, adolescents’ problem
behaviors, and the mother-child relationship (Bryant et al. 2010; Johnson 2000; McAdoo 2007;
Roehlkepartain & Syvertsen 2014; Taylor et al. 2014; Taylor & Conger 2017; Theron & Theron
2013). For instance, Taylor and colleagues (2014) conducted a study examining the buffering
effects of social support on the association between financial pressure and adolescents’ problem
behavior. Taylor and colleagues (2014) found that problem behaviors were less apparent for
adolescents who received high social support compared to adolescents who received less social
support. Additionally, social support for Black families may come from their extended family
members, community (e.g., neighbors and church members), and friends. Social support may
come in the forms of financial support (e.g., lending money or paying for something), providing
9

services (e.g., transporting children to school, running errands for parents), and emotional
support (e.g., talking with family members, gathering for special events or holidays), all of which
contribute to strengthening family bonds and alleviating the negative effects of family stress
(Hill 2003; Jackson et al. 2014; Lee et al. 2009; Luthar & Ciciolla 2015; McAdoo 2007;
McConnell et al. 2011; Taylor et al. 2014).
Additionally, social support may also come from fictive kin in Black families. Fictive kin
are individuals who are unrelated by marriage or blood but voluntarily regard each other as
family members or relatives (Taylor et al. 2022). Black families are more likely to have fictive
kin in their support networks than White families (Nelson 2014; Taylor et al. 2013). Fictive kin
in Black families provide similar social support to individuals or families and may be represented
by peers, friends, neighbors in the community, extended family members and church-based
networks (Alexakos et al. 2011; Brooks & Allen 2016; Nelson 2014; Taylor et al. 2022). Black
families receiving social support allows them to worry less about their economic stress because
of the help they receive and focus more on cultivating and maintaining positive mother-child
relationships within their families. Social support from friends, family, and fictive kin allows
parents to parent more effectively, thus allowing for more positive mother-child interaction, and
in turn encourages positive mother-child relationships.
Studies have shown that higher reports of social support are associated with positive
mother-child relationships in families (Gambin et al. 2020; Lee et al. 2009; McConnell et al.
2011; Riggio 2004; Riggio & Valenzuela 2011). A study done by Riggio (2004) found that
among married families and divorced families, the perception of having available social support
was positively associated with higher quality mother-child relationships. The findings suggests
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that children who have higher quality relationships with their parents have access to a broader
social support network (Riggio 2004). Furthermore, research has shown that higher levels of
social support is important for reducing the negative impact stress has on mother-child
relationships (Gambin et al. 2020; McConnell et al. 2011; Riggio & Valenzuela 2011). Overall,
social support appears to have a positive relationship with mother-child relationships among
families.
Second, religious service attendance is not only germane to Black Americans but also
plays an important role in familial relationships. Of all Black adults in the United States, 75%
identify as being Christian (Mohamed et al. 2021). Moreover, 47% of Black Americans report
attending religious services at least once a week compared to 34% of White Americans, and 39%
of Latinx Americans (Pew Research Center 2022). Additionally, Black families who regularly
attend religious services are more likely to sanctify (attach spiritual significance to) their motherchild relationships (Mahoney et al. 2003; Mahoney 2005). Furthermore, Black parents and
children will sanctify their respective roles within the mother-child relationship and practice their
roles to further increase the quality of the mother-child relationship. For instance, religious
teachings describe parenting and parenthood as sacred, requires personal sacrifice, and making
family life a central priority in life (Bartowski & Ellison 1995; Mahoney 2005; Taylor et al.
2004). Children learn that their role is to honor their parents, respect their elders, and engage in
prosocial behavior (Bartowski & Ellison 1995; Mahoney et al. 2003). The reciprocal practice of
mothers and children fulfilling their sacred roles in relation to each other seeks to cultivate
higher quality mother-child relationships.
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In addition, religious service attendance plays an important role in Black family life in
many ways. For instance, religion provides Black families with social support through the
forming and maintenance of relationships with other Black church members (Taylor et al. 2004).
Scholars using Family Strengths perspectives cite common characteristics and actions found in
strong families ranging from relationships within the family and parental involvement in child
development to religious beliefs and family engagement in shared recreational activities
(DeFrain & Asay 2007; DeFrain & Asay 2014; Gabler & Otto 1964; Otto 1962; Theron &
Theron 2013).
Religion plays an important role in the lives of Black families because religious
involvement played (and continues to play) an important role in mitigating omnipresent racism
in the U.S. For instance, during times of extreme adversity such as slavery, Jim Crow, and the
Civil Rights Movement, Christianity provided economic, informal social, and spiritual support
(Bryant et al. 2010; Hill 2003; Taylor et al. 2004). Black mothers use religion to give spiritual
significance and importance to the cultivation and maintenance of positive mother-child
relationships in their families. For example, religion describes and gives sacred meaning to
parents’ responsibility to foster prosocial behavior (e.g., honesty, trust, respecting authority) and
discourage antisocial behavior (e.g., delinquency and drug use) in their children (Bartkowski &
Ellison 1995; Mahoney et al. 2003; Mahoney 2005). Additionally, Black families who have
higher religious attendance also report receiving more social support from their fellow church
members compared to Black families who do not frequently attend religious services (Taylor et
al. 2004).

12

Given the benefits of social support and religious service attendance in family life among
Black Americans, I hypothesize the following:

H2a: Families with higher social support levels will report higher levels of positive
mother-child relationship quality.
H2b: Families with higher religious service attendance levels will report higher levels of
positive mother-child relationship quality.

Moderating Effects of Family Structure on Family Stress and Family Strengths
Heterogeneity in family formations persist for Black Americans. For example, although
marriage is declining for all racialized groups, the decline is steeper for Black Americans. Low
marriage rates for Black Americans do not mean the absence of family life. Specifically, Black
Americans have higher rates of nonmarital childbearing. The racial gap in both marriage and
nonmarital childbearing has been persistent over time. Scholars have long argued that family
formation heterogeneity among Black families dates to the Reconstruction Era as an adaptive
strategy for omnipresent White supremacy and patriarchy (Billingsley 1992; Frankel 1999; Hill
2006). For instance, Black women realized that conforming to the traditional marriage contract
pushed onto women provided them with few economic and gender benefits (e.g., protection and
economic support) and therefore, Black women resisted marriage (Hill 2006). Due to the
restrictions slavery had imposed on Black family life, Black women embraced the idea that love,
sexuality, and family were bound to marriage (Hill 2006). Consequently, Black women
developed adaptive strategies for family formation including cohabitation, single motherhood,
and nonmarital childbearing (Billingsley 1992; Frankel 1999; Hill 2006). The state, however,
13

interpreted the rise in nonmarital childbearing, especially among Black families as a “cause” of
higher poverty rates among Black Americans (Baker et al. 2021; Williams & Baker 2021).
Recent research shows that unmarried childbearing does not cause poverty; rather, the United
States over-penalize unmarried births via welfare reform (Brady et al. 2017; Parolin 2019).
Given the long history of family heterogeneity among Black families, the extent to which family
stress and family strengths affects positive mother-child relationships may vary across family
structure—albeit in divergent ways. I elaborate on the potential association between stress,
strengths, and family structure on positive mother-child relationships below.
Stress-Exacerbation Hypothesis: Family Stress, Mother-Child Relationships, and Family
Structure
The extent to which family stressors (poverty and economic hardship) is associated with
mother-child relationship may be contingent upon the family structure. To understand this
potential association, I draw on the stress-exacerbation hypothesis. This hypothesis suggests that
the negative effects of poverty and economic hardship on mother-child relationships may be
larger for unmarried families than married families (Figure 1.1; Path C). The differential effects
between unmarried and married families may reflect differences in economic resources. For
example, unmarried families are more likely to experience poverty and economic hardship than
married families which in turn reduces their economic resources to meet the wants and needs of
their children which may strain the mother-child relationship (Amato & Maynard 2007; Baker
2015; Livingston 2018; Manning 2015; McAdoo 2007; Seccombe 2007). Previous studies on the
relationship between family structure and the quality of mother-child relationships has shown
that married two-parent households are correlated with higher quality of mother-child
relationships (Amato 2010; Booth et al. 2010; Brown 2004; Havermans et al. 2017; King et al.
14

2018). The potential differences between married and unmarried families in mother-child
relationship quality may be due largely to married families having more economic resources,
which, in turn, contributes to better housing, education, access to resources, and the ability to use
money to invest into their children (Booth et al. 2010; Haux & Platt, King et al. 2018). Based on
the previous literature the following hypothesis is offered:

H3: The negative effects of poverty and economic hardship on positive
mother-child relationship quality will be stronger for unmarried families
compared to married families.
Strength-Exacerbation Hypothesis: Family Strengths, Mother-Child Relationship, and Family
Structure
The interplay between family strengths, family structure, and mother-child relationships
has largely been ignored. This is especially surprising given the role of social support and
religious service attendance for the study on Black families. As such, I present the idea of the
strength-exacerbation hypothesis. From this perspective, the positive effects of family strengths
on mother-child relationships may be stronger for married families than unmarried families
(Figure 1.1; Path D). The general argument is that married families may (1) generate more social
support from both mothers’ and fathers’ networks (Booth et al. 2010; King et al. 2018; Riggio
2004; Riggio & Valenzuela 2011) and (2) religion as an institution tends to reify two-parent
families as more superior than unmarried families (Ellison et al. 2011; Mahoney 2005; Mahoney
et al. 2003; Taylor et al. 2004).
Social support may be more beneficial for mother-child relationships through the
reinforcement of positive parenting attitudes for mothers. For instance, Lee and colleagues
15

(2009) found that parents who reported receiving high levels of social support report having
better mother-child communication and mother-child interaction which are pivotal to cultivating
positive mother-child relationships in families. Social support may also be beneficial for motherchild relationships through a reciprocal interaction. For instance, when children report having
higher quality relationships with their parents, they also report having a broader and more
satisfying network of social support from extended family members and family friends (Riggio
2004).
Religious attendance may benefit the mother-child relationship through shared religious
views and teachings between mothers and children. Mothers and children who attend religious
services together may engage with the same religious teachings and sanctify (i.e., give spiritual
significance to) their mother-child relationships and feel closer to each other (Mahoney et al.
2003; Petts 2014). Furthermore, attending religious services as a family may help children
internalize and recognize their role in the mother-child relationship as having spiritual
significance. For instance, children may recognize the spiritual significance of their roles as
children from the religious values of their practiced religion (e.g., The Ten Commandments)
such as honoring their parents (Mahoney et al. 2003). Altogether, attending religious services as
a family will help internalize religious teachings and in turn may increase positive mother-child
relationships and reduce the likelihood mother-child conflict.
For religious attendance, Taylor et al. (2004) note that unmarried Black families (singleparent and cohabiting families) may compensate for the lack of a spouse or additional parental
figure through frequent religious involvement. Moreover, married Black families tend to report
higher religious attendance (Taylor et al. 2004). However, the overall pattern of the effects of

16

family structure on the religious involvement of Black families is not consistent (Taylor et al.
2004). The previous literature suggests that being married or unmarried will moderate the effects
of social support and religious attendance on various parents’ and children’s outcomes. Based on
the previous literature the following hypothesis is offered:
H4: The positive effects of social support and religious service attendance on motherchild relationship will be stronger for married families compared to unmarried families.
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CHAPTER THREE: DATA AND METHODS
To test the hypotheses, data for this study comes from the Fragile Families and
Childhood Well-Being Study (FFCWS). The FFCWS is a longitudinal survey based on a
stratified multistage sample of 4,898 children born in large US cities between 1998 and 2000.
The FFCWS over-sampled children born to unmarried parents however, children born to married
parents are still represented in the sample (Reichman et al. 2001). There have been six waves of
data collected in the FFCWS with interviews given to mothers and fathers at each wave. Parents
were interviewed at Baseline, Year 1, Year 3, Year 5, Year 9, and Year 15. Adolescents were
interviewed at Year 15 (wave 6).
In the current study, I use the children’s 15-Year follow up survey. To get the sample of
Black families, I use children’s report of their race. Of the initial 4,898 families, there are 1,601
Black families. Of the 1,601 Black families, I dropped another 206 cases (13%) due to
missingness on the dependent variable. This yielded a final sample of N=1,395 Black families
for analysis.
Dependent Variables
There are two dependent variables for the current study. The first dependent variables
reflects two measures to gauge positive mother-child relationships. The first measure, motherchild closeness (alpha = .71) was measured using the following two questions asked to children
at Year 15: (1) “How close do you feel to your mom?” with responses on a scale from 1 not very
close to 4 extremely close and (2) “How well do you and your mom share ideas or talk about
things that really matter?” with responses on a scale from 1 not very well to 4 extremely well.
The items were standardized so that higher scores reflect higher levels of mother-child closeness
(alpha = .71). The second dependent variable relies on a single-item to gauge mother-child time
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spent together. Children were asked the following question at Year 15: “In the past month, how
often has your mom spent one or more hours a day with you?” with responses on a scale from (1)
not at all to (5) every day or nearly every day. Higher scores reflect higher amount of time spent
together.
Independent Variables
The key independent variables are separated by family stress and family strengths. To
gauge family stress, I rely on poverty and economic hardship. Poverty is measured as household
income-to-needs ratios based on official U.S. poverty thresholds from the U.S. Census Bureau,
adjusted by family composition and year. A ratio of 1 or less indicated that the family lived in
poverty. Thus, poverty is a dichotomous measure that has responses of (0) not poor or (1) poor in
Year 15. To measure economic hardship, I rely on the following seven items: (1) “Have you
received free food or meals in the past year?” (2) Did you not pay full rent or mortgage in the
past year?” (3) “Were you evicted for not paying rent or mortgage in the past year?” (4) “Have
you borrowed money from friends or family to help pay bills in the past year?” (5) “Did you
move in with other people because of financial problems in the past year?” (6) “Have you stayed
in a shelter or place not meant for housing in the past year?” (7) Has someone in the household
not seen a doctor or go to the hospital because of cost in the past year?” All responses to the
seven measures of economic hardship are (0) no or (1) yes. Due to few hardships after three, I
recoded the measure to be measured on a scale from (0) to (4) hardships (alpha= .57). Despite
the low reliability score, this measure has been consistently used in previous research (Williams
et al. 2015; Williams & Cheadle 2016).
To gauge family strengths, I rely on social support and religious service attendance.
Social support (alpha = .79) is measured using six measures asking if the respondent (the parent)
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the following questions: The six measures include: (1) “Could you count on someone to loan you
$200 during the next year?”, (2) “Could you count on someone to provide you a place to live?”,
(3) “Could you count on someone to help with emergency childcare?”, (4) “Could you count on
someone to co-sign a bank loan for $1,000?”, (5) “Do you have someone who would pay for
your child’s activities if you could not afford to?”, and (6) “Do you have a special person you
feel close to and can depend on?” The items were combined to create a total score, on a range
from 1 to 6. Higher scores reflect higher levels of social support. Religious service attendance is
measured using the question, “How often do you attend religious services?” The responses range
from 1 being never to 7 being every day. Higher scores reflect higher levels of religious service
attendance.
Moderating Variables
To measure family structure, I used mothers’ reports at Year 15 about their marital status
with their child(ren)’s biological father. There were 7 response categories: (1) married, (2)
romantic cohabitation, (3) romantic, but no visitation, (4) separated, divorced, or widowed, (5)
friends, (6) no relationship, and (7) father unknown. Due the similarities between married
households and cohabiting households in terms of family structure (Booth et al. 2010; Brown
2004; Brown & Manning 2009) I combined respondents who reported being married or in a
romantic cohabitation into one married category. I then recoded all other categories into the
unmarried category. Thus, the final family structure categories were (0) unmarried and (1)
married.
Control Variables
Given the additional factors that may influence mother-child relationships, I use multiple
control variables. Parent’s education was measured using the question, “What is the highest level
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of education you have completed?” Response categories include (1) less than high school, (2)
high school, (3) some college or technical school, and (4) college graduate or more. Parent’s
employment status was measured using the question, “Did you do any regular work in the past
week?” Responses range from (0) no to (1) yes. Parent’s age was measured through asking
parents their current age. Parent’s self-reported health was measured by asking parents, “In
general, how is your health?” Responses range from (1) excellent, (2) very good, (3) good, (4)
fair, and (5) poor. I recoded the responses to (1) poor, (2) fair, (3) good, (4) very good, and (5)
excellent. All control variables were measured at Year 15.
Analytic Strategy
To examine the association between family stress (e.g., poverty and economic hardship),
family strength (e.g., social support and religious service attendance), and family structure on
mother-child relationships (e.g., closeness and time spent), I employ Ordinary Least Squares
(OLS) regression. The analyses are executed separately across the two dependent variables. The
analyses are executed across seven analytical models. In Model 1, I examine the association
between poverty and economic hardship on positive mother-child relationships, net of control
variables. In Model 2, I examine the association between social support and religious attendance
on positive mother-child relationships, net of statistical controls. In Model 3, I examine the
association between all key independent variables (e.g., poverty, economic hardship, social
support, and religious attendance) on positive mother-child relationships among Black families.
In Models 4 and 5, I interact family structure with poverty and economic hardship, respectively.
In Model 6 and 7, I interact family structure with social support and religious service attendance,
respectively.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS
Descriptive Statistics
Table 1 shows the mean values, standard deviations, and mean-difference significance
tests of all families in the study. The means comparison significance tests consisted of one-way
ANOVA tests for continuous variables (e.g., mother-child closeness, children’s time spent with
mother, economic hardship, social support, and religious attendance) and chi-squared tests for
dichotomous variables (e.g., poverty and family structure) between groups (e.g., married families
and unmarried families). Of the entire sample, 61.29% of all families are living under the federal
poverty-line compared to 38.71% of families who are not in poverty. The average economic
hardship score for all families is .76. In terms of social support all families report an average
score of 4.53. On average, families report that they attend religious services a few times a month
(3.78). Most of all families report having some college education (52.19%) with the next largest
percentage being high school graduates (18.42%). A majority of all families report being
employed (70.39%) compared to those who report being unemployed (29.61%). The average age
of all parents was 39.90 years, and all mothers, on average, reported having good health (3.33).
Table 1 also reports the descriptive statistics separately for married (N= 258) and
unmarried (N= 1,137) families. There are more married families in poverty (83.72%) than
married families out of poverty (16.28%). Moreover, there are more unmarried families in
poverty (56.20%) than unmarried families who are not in poverty (43.80%). One-way ANOVA
results show, no significant differences emerged between married and unmarried Black families
in children’s report of closeness to their mothers (p = .20). One-way ANOVA results show, no
significant differences emerged between married and unmarried Black families in children’s
report of the time they spend with their mothers (p = .87).
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics
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Additionally, married families reported experiencing less economic hardship than unmarried
families (p < .001). Married families received more social support (4.97) than unmarried families
(4.4; p < .05). There were no significant differences in religious attendance between married and
unmarried families (p = .06). Conversely, there are more unmarried families who are out of
poverty compared to married families (p < .001).
Correlation Matrix
Table 2 displays the correlations among key independent and dependent variables in the
current study. Mother-child closeness was positively correlated with the time children spent with
their mothers (r = .39, p < .001). Mother-child closeness was positively associated with social
support (r = .10, p < .001) and parental health (r = .10, p < .001). Poverty was negatively
associated with all variables except for economic hardship which is positively associated with
poverty (r = .19, p < .001). Poverty was not significantly associated with mother-child closeness.
Economic hardship was negatively associated with all variables except for poverty, mother-child
closeness, and religious attendance. Economic hardship was not significantly associated with
mother-child closeness or religious attendance. Social support was positively associated with
religious attendance (r = .09, p < .001) and family structure (r = .12, p < .001). Religious
attendance was not significantly associated with family structure (r = .05, p = .06).
Regression Analyses
Table 3 and Table 4 show the Y-standardized coefficients and standard errors of the OLS
regression models for mother-child closeness and time spent, respectively. I examine whether
poverty and economic hardship is associated with lower levels of mother-child closeness (Table
3) and lower levels of children’s time spent with their mothers (Table 4).
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Table 2. Correlation Matrix
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Table 3. Y-Standardized Coefficients for Mother-Child Closeness
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Table 4. Y-Standardized Coefficients for Children's Time Spent with Mother
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Given that I estimated the models separately across dependent variables, I first present
the findings for the association between the family stress variables (e.g., poverty and economic
hardship) on closeness and time spent. Second, I present the findings for the association between
the family strength variables (e.g., social support and religious service attendance) on motherchild closeness and time spent. Last, I present the results from the interaction effects between
family structure and the key independent variables of the study in Table 5 and Table 6.
First, Table 3 (Model 1) shows that no statistically significant differences emerged
between poor families and nonpoor families on mother-child closeness (b = .01; p = .92) nor for
children’s time spent with their mother (Table 4, Model 1; b = 0.00; p= .99), net of statistical
controls. Additionally, economic hardship was not statistically significant for mother-child
closeness (Table 3, Model 1; b = -.01; p = .90) nor for time children report spending with their
mothers (Table 4, Model 1; b = .03; p = .24), net of statistical controls.
In Tables 3 and 4 (Model 3), I add social support and religious attendance to the analytic
models. The association between poverty and economic hardship on mother-child closeness
(Table 3, Model 3) and children’s time spent with mothers (Table 4, Model 3) remained
statistically non-significant. Thus, the results failed to support the hypotheses that poor families
(when compared to nonpoor families) and economic hardship will be associated with lower
levels of closeness and time spent (Hypotheses 1a and 1b).
Second, I examine whether the variables associated with family strengths (e.g., social
support and religious service attendance) increase mother-child closeness and the time children
reported spending with their mothers.
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Table 5. Y-Standardized Coefficients for Interaction Effects on Mother-Child Closeness
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Table 6. Y-Standardized Coefficients for Interaction Effects on Children's Time Spent with Mom

30

Second, I examine whether the variables associated with family strengths (e.g., social
support and religious service attendance) increase mother-child closeness and the time children
reported spending with their mothers. In Table 3 (Model 2), the findings show that for every unit
increase in social support, mother-child closeness increases by .06 standard deviations (p < 0.05),
and for every unit increase in religious attendance, mother-child closeness increases by 0.07
standard deviations (p < 0.05).
In Table 3 (Model 3) I enter poverty and economic hardship into the analytical model.
Notably, the association between social support and religious attendance continue to be
statistically significant. For every unit increase in social support, mother-child closeness
increases by .07 standard deviations (p < .05) and for every unit increase in religious attendance,
mother-child closeness increases by .07 standard deviations (p < 0.05).
In Table 4 (Model 2), I examine the association for social support and religious
attendance on children’s time spent with their mothers. The results show that the association
between social support and children’s time spent with their mothers was statistically significant.
For instance, for every unit increase in social support, the average time children report spending
with their mothers increases by .04 standard deviations (p < .05). The association between
religious attendance and children’s time spent with their mothers was not statistically significant
(b = .01; p = .49).
In Table 4 (Model 3), I enter poverty and economic hardship into the analytic model.
Notably, the association between social support and children’s time spent with their mothers
continues to be statistically significant. Specifically, for every unit increase in social support, the
average time children report spending with their mothers increases by .04 standard deviations (p
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< .05). The association between religious attendance and children’s time spent with their mother
is not statistically significant (b = .01; p = .48). Taken together, the results provide strong support
for the hypothesis that social support and religious service attendance will lead to higher levels
of closeness (Hypotheses 2ab and 2b). The results only provide partial support for children’s
time spent with their mother as social support (and not religious service attendance) was
statistically significant.
Third, I examine whether family structure moderates the effects of poverty and economic
hardship, on mother-child closeness (Table 5) and the time children reported spending with their
mothers (Table 6) to test the stress exacerbation hypothesis. In Table 5 (Model 4 and Model 5) I
interacted poverty and economic hardship with family structure respectively. The reference
group for the interaction between poverty and family structure is poor unmarried mothers for
child-mother closeness. The findings show that family structure does not significantly moderate
the effects of poverty on mother-child closeness between poor married mothers (Table 5, Model
4; b = .15; p = .25), nonpoor unmarried mothers (Table 5, Model 4; b = .08, p = .47), and
nonpoor married mothers (Table 4, Model 4; b = .03, p = .92). In Table 6 (Model 4) I interacted
poverty with family structure for the time children report spending with their mothers with poor
unmarried mothers as the reference group. Moreover, the findings show that family structure
does not significantly moderate the effects of poverty on the time children report spending with
their mothers between poor married mothers (Table 6, Model 4; b = .04, p = .57), nonpoor
unmarried mothers (Table 6, Model 4; b = .03, p = .69) and nonpoor married mothers (Table 6,
Model 4; b = .06, p = .71). Additionally, the findings show that family structure does not
moderate the effects of economic hardship on mother-child closeness (Table 5, Model 5; b = .06,
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p = .62) nor time children report spending with their mothers (Table 6, Model 5; b = -.01, p =
.89), net of statistical controls. Thus, the results fail to support the stress exacerbation hypothesis
(H3). Last, I examine whether family structure moderates the association between social support
and religious service attendance to test the strength exacerbation hypothesis on mother-child
closeness and time spent. In Table 6 (Model 6), I examined the interaction between family
structure and social support on time children report spending with their mothers. The findings
show that family structure does not significantly moderate the effects of social support on
mother-child closeness (Table 5, Model 6; b = .05, p = .49) nor for the time children report
spending with their mothers (Table 6, Model 6; b = -.01, p = .82). Furthermore, the findings
show that family structure does not significantly moderate the effect of religious attendance on
mother-child closeness (Table 5, Model 7; b = -.11, p = .14) nor for the time children report
spending with their mothers (Table 6, Model 7; b = .05, p = .29). Altogether, these findings do
not support the strength exacerbation hypothesis (H4).
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
The purpose of the present study was to examine the extent to which family stress
(poverty and economic hardship) and family strengths (social support and religious attendance)
affect the quality of mother-child relationships in Black families, and whether these associations
vary across family structure. Using data from the Fragile Families and Childhood Well-Being
Study (FFCWS), the study reveals the extent to which family stress, family strengths, and the
moderating effects of family structure affect the quality of mother-child relationships in Black
families. The findings reveal that family strengths (e.g., social support and religious attendance)
were associated with higher quality mother-child relationships. Overall, I found that family stress
(e.g., poverty and economic hardship) was not negatively associated with lower quality motherchild relationships. Results from the current study revealed several new insights that both
challenge and advance prior research.
The findings on how family stress (e.g., poverty and economic hardship) affects motherchild relationships in Black families runs contrary to prior research—at least in regard to motherchild closeness and time spent together. For example, previous studies indicate that economic
stress (e.g., poverty and economic hardship) negatively impact mother-child relationships
through increased mother-child conflict or the inability to provide resources that are associated
with positive children’s outcomes (Anderson 2015; Hardie & Seltzer 2016; Haux & Platt 2020;
Milteer 2012). The findings from the current study reveal no statistically significant effect of
poverty and economic hardship on mother-child closeness, and the average time children spend
with their mothers.
Economic circumstances may not affect mother-child relationships in Black families
because Black mothers rely on their social support networks (e.g., extended family, fictive kin,
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friends, and community) to help alleviate some of the financial stress that Black mothers are
facing. In turn, Black mothers use adaptive strategies to minimize the impact of poverty and
economic hardship on their relationships with their children. Specifically, the promotion and
cultivation of positive mother-child relationships has been shown to mediate the negative effects
of poverty and economic hardship (Anderson 2018). Black mothers may preemptively focus on
maintaining positive mother-child relationships with their children to reduce the impact of
poverty and economic hardship on the mother-child relationship.
The findings related to family strengths (e.g., social support and religious attendance)
provide support for previous literature on the association between family strengths and the
quality of mother-child relationships. Notably, social support and religious service attendance is
associated with mother-child closeness and time spent together in different ways. First, when
Black mothers receive resources from their social support network (e.g., friends, extended
family, and community) and regularly attend religious services, children tend to report higher
levels of closeness. The results show that both measures—social support and religious service
attendance—are associated with mother-child closeness (children’s reports).
Receiving social support in the forms of financial support (e.g., lending money or paying
for something), providing services (e.g., transporting children to school), and emotional support
(e.g., talking with family members, gathering for special events or holidays) may allow Black
mothers to demonstrate the importance of helping family to their children, thus helping to bring
Black mothers and their children together. (Hill 2003; Jackson et al. 2014; Lee et al. 2009;
Luthar & Ciciolla 2015; McAdoo 2007; McConnell et al. 2011; Taylor et al. 2014). Additionally,
Black mothers who regularly attend religious services with their children are able to strengthen
35

their relationship with their children through sharing religious teachings that emphasize the
individual and joint roles of mothers and children in cultivating a positive mother-child
relationship through shared religious beliefs (Mahoney et al. 2003; Petts 2014).
Second, the results indicate that when Black mothers receive social support, children
report spending more time with their mother. Surprisingly, no significant association emerged
between religious service attendance and time spent together. Thus, the social support Black
mothers receive are beneficial for the mother-child relationship in terms of both closeness and
time spent together. Black mothers who have resources may also spend more time with their
children. For instance, low-income Black mothers who receive financial support from their social
support networks may worry less about needing to work more to cover all their bills (Hill 2003;
Jackson et al. 2014; Taylor et al. 2022). Moreover, Black mothers may also receive social
support from extended family members (e.g., grandparents, uncles, and aunts) who may assist
with caregiving and household responsibilities (Taylor et al. 1997). The alleviation of financial
stress may grant Black mothers the ability to spend more time with their children.
The statistically significant results for mothers’ religious service attendance on children’s
reports of closeness and the null results between religious service attendance and children’s
reports of time spent together is worth noting. To speculate, on the one hand, religious service
attendance may generate, for children, a feeling of closeness to their mother by learning about
their mother’s role and their own roles in cultivating the mother-child relationship through
religious teachings and shared religious beliefs (Mahoney 2003; Petts 2014). On the other hand,
religious service attendance may not necessarily translate into mothers and children spending
time together due to a majority of Black adults being Christian, and no teachings in Christianity
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encourage children and mothers to spend time together. Taken together, the extent to which
family strengths affect the mother-child relationship is largely contingent upon the specific
quantitative measure.
The findings for family structure’s moderating effects of family stress (e.g., poverty and
economic hardship) and family strengths (e.g., social support and religious attendance) on
mother-child relationships provide no support for previous literature on the effects of family
structure in Black families. Despite previous studies noting that married families have more
financial resources than unmarried families (Amato & Maynard 2007; Livingston 2018;
Manning 2015; McAdoo 2007; Seccombe 2007), when economic stress is present, family
structure will have little impact on how economic stress affects mother-child relationships in
Black families. Whether Black families are married or not, poverty and economic hardship do
not seem to differ in impact on the interactions and relationships Black mothers have with their
children.
The findings for family structure’s moderating effects for family strengths (e.g., social
support and religious attendance) show that family structure does not moderate the effects of
social support and religious attendance on mother-child closeness and time spent together. The
findings do not support the strength exacerbation hypothesis that family structure would
strengthen the positive effects of social support and religious attendance on mother-child
relationships. A possible explanation for why family structure does not strengthen the impact of
social support, is that whether Black mothers are married or not, they continue to have their own
social support network. Previous literature notes that children of married families have access to
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both their mothers’ and their fathers’ social support networks (Booth et al. 2010; King et al.
2018; Riggio 2004; Riggio & Valenzuela 2011).
Having access to more social support networks through marriage does not necessarily
mean that Black families will receive more social support compared to unmarried families. For
instance, unmarried mothers who have a smaller social support network may receive more
satisfying social support for themselves and their families. Previous studies notes that unmarried
Black parents may compensate for the lack of a spouse or additional parental figure through
frequent religious involvement (Taylor et al. 2004). Thus, family structure may not exacerbate
the effects of religious attendance on mother-child relationships because whether or not Black
mothers are married, the shared religious teachings and beliefs that Black mothers shared with
their children do not change. Therefore, the religious teachings of the roles of a child and mother
in a mother-child relationship will not change because of or the lack of a spouse or additional
parent.
Additionally, family structure may not moderate the effects of family stress (e.g., poverty
and economic hardship) and family strengths (e.g., social support and religious attendance) on
mother-child relationships in Black families because Black families must navigate omnipresent
racism in their everyday lives, and consequently, Black families have developed strategies to
adapt to everyday racism. More specifically, Black families tend to rely on certain strengths like
social support or religious attendance as a buffer against racism.
Although the current study focuses on family stress and strengths on mother-child
relationship quality, there were some statistical control variables that emerged to have a
statistically significant association with mother-child closeness and the time children report
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spending with their mothers that are worth noting. First, in Table 3, parental health was
statistically significant across all models with Model 1 having a slightly higher Y-standardized
coefficient. This association remained statistically significant across all models. Moreover, in
Table 4 (Model 2), parental age was statistically significant and positively associated with
children’s report of spending time with their mothers. Future research should focus on why these
associations emerge in mother-child closeness and the time children report spending with their
mothers in Black families.
Limitations and Strengths
Although this study contributes to the study of Black families, there are some limitations
worth acknowledging to help guide future research. First, this study only focuses on children’s
report of their closeness to their mothers and the time they spend with their mothers. Only
focusing on children misses the potential similarities and differences on the mother-child
relationship from the parents’ perspective (Lussier et al. 2002). Future research should consider
including mothers’ report of closeness with their children to call attention to potential similarities
and differences between children’s and mothers’ report of the mother-child relationship.
Second, although the Fragile Families and Child Well-Being Study is a longitudinal
dataset, the current study only uses cross-sectional data. Using cross-sectional data does not
allow for the study to look at potential changes over time in mother-child relationships. Last, the
data from the FFCWS focuses on urban families (Reichman et al. 2001). Therefore, the findings
of this study cannot be generalized to all families, especially mothers and children living in rural
areas. There are well documented disadvantages in family outcomes for rural families (Burton et
al. 2013) that are not reflected in this study. As such, future research should examine the ways in
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which economic stress, social support, and religious attendance affects the mother-child
relationship in rural Black families.
Despite the limitations, the current study has several notable strengths. First, this study
highlights the heterogeneity of Black families by focusing on married and unmarried Black
families. Previous literature on Black families has commonly focused on one family type
(unmarried) rather than drawing attention to more diverse family structures among Black
families (Amato & Maynard 2007; Cancian & Haskins 2014). Second, this study highlights both
family stress and family strengths on mother-child relationships. Previous research tends to focus
on family stress and family strengths separately. This current study examines the relative impact
of both stress and strengths on mother-child relationships. The third strength of this study is the
distinct data used. The FFCWS dataset allows for the study of both family stress (e.g., poverty
and economic hardship) and family strengths (e.g., social support and religious attendance) in a
single study to examine their individual and relative effects on mother-child relationships in
Black families.
Conclusion
Overall, this study contributes to the literature on mother-child relationships in several
ways. First, this study moves away from race-comparative approaches that often position White
families as the standard by which Black families are compared. Scholars argue that within-race
analyses provide more nuance for understanding the heterogeneity in Black families (Williams
2019; Williams and Baker, 2021). Second, the study draws on two disparate perspectives—
family stress and family strengths—to understand their relative impact on the quality of motherchild relationships. Previous research has examined family stress and family strengths separately.
The current study brings both perspectives in a single study. Lastly, given that Black families are
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more likely to have a nonmarital birth, I test whether both perspectives intersect with family
structure to create disparate outcomes between married and unmarred families. Taken together,
this current study paints a more holistic picture of Black families' (mother and children) stress
and strengths.
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